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The Roles of Religiosity and Spirituality in Moral Reasoning
Rachel Baumsteiger and Tiffany Chenneville, Ph.D.
University of South Florida St. Petersburg

Table 1
Forsyth’s Taxonomy of Ethical Ideologies

Relativism

Background
Religiosity and spirituality play a significant role in the development of personal values, which influence moral reasoning. Consequently, many scientists and philosophers have theorized about the
relationships between religiosity, spirituality, and moral reasoning.
Kohlberg (1981) developed a highly-influential theory of moral development. He presented people with moral dilemmas and observed how they decided upon solutions. He then categorized
people’s strategies into three levels—preconventional, conventional, and postconventional—with two stages in each level. Kohlberg claimed that people move through the stages as they develop, with
higher levels of reasoning marking moral maturity. There are several criticisms to this theory. Notably, Gilligan (1982) argued that Kohlberg’s theory overemphasizes justice and excludes other important
values, such as caring. There are also claims that Kohlberg’s theory is not gender and culture-neutral (Gilligan, 1982; Crain, 1985).
Since Kohlberg’s theory focuses on moral reasoning in terms of development and maturity, it may not be the most useful classification for adults. More recently, Forsyth (1980) proposed a model for
classifying people according to their ethical ideologies. This model provides neutral descriptions of moral reasoning by measuring the extent of subjects’ relativism and idealism. Relativism is the
rejection of formulating and relying on universal rules when making moral decisions. It is related to ethical skepticism, which holds that there are different ways to view morality. Meanwhile, idealism is
the belief that the most desirable outcome can always be achieved.
Forsyth (1980) used the combination of relativism and idealism to describe four styles of moral reasoning: subjectivism, situationism, absolutism, and exceptionism (see Table 1). Subjectivists have
high relativism and low idealism. They believe that moral behavior depends upon each individual’s personal values. This is in line with ethical egoism, which argues that moral standards depend upon
personal perspectives. Meanwhile, situationists are highly relativistic and idealistic. They are wary of moral absolutes, and instead believe that the best outcomes can always be achieved by analyzing
each action in each situation. This is consistent with Fletcher’s situational ethics (1966), which says that morality is based on which action is most fitting rather than which action is most right.
Absolutists have high idealism and low relativism (Forsyth, 1980). They believe that “the best possible outcomes can always be achieved by following universal moral rules,” (p. 176) and reject
making exceptions to rules based on consequences. This reasoning style is consistent with deontology, which emphasizes using natural law or rationality to make moral judgments. Meanwhile,
exceptionists have low idealism and low relativism. They follow universal rules, but are open to exceptions base on actions’ consequences. This reasoning style is consistent with the utilitarian
approach, which says that actions should produce the best result for the most people.
Forsyth (1980) also measured the predictive validity of the four styles of moral reasoning. He found that absolutists were more likely than others to have extreme views on contemporary moral
issues and to display more negative reactions to others’ behavior (especially if those people violated a moral standard). Exceptionists displayed the least negative reactions to other people’s behavior.
Moreover, while individuals with all styles of moral reasoning were equally likely to violate a moral rule, their self-satisfaction after the action differed. Absolutists rated themselves most negatively,
situationsits reported some self-condemnation and some satisfaction, subjectivists rated themselves negatively if they were detected, and exceptionists rated themselves positively. These findings
suggest that Forsyth’s moral classifications may have meaningful implications for mental health.
A considerable amount of research focuses on how other constructs influence morality. For example, some findings indicate that religiosity relates to certain factors that influence moral reasoning. In
comparison to non-religious people, religious people are more likely to prefer order, structure, predictability, traditions and conformity, hold culturally conservative and authoritarian beliefs, and base
important life decisions on the expectations of authority figures (Duriez, 2003; Duriez, 2004). In contrast, they appear to be less likely to value hedonism, stimulation and self-direction values (Fontaine,
Duriez, Luyten, Corveleyn, & Hutsebaut, 2005).
Other psychologists suggest that religiosity involves cognitive processes that affect morality. For example, Wahrman (1981) argues that dogma is related to religiosity and negatively influences
morality. In a similar vein, Batson and colleagues (1976; 1989) found that people who feel driven to find religious truth and question their own faith are more likely to use principled reasoning that is
exhibited in Kohlberg’s higher stages, and have more genuine altruistic motives. This line of research implies that a construct that underlies religiosity, but not religiosity itself, influences morality. This
underlying construct could also be present in spirituality.
Research concerning the relationship between spirituality and morality is currently lacking. One reason for this could be that spirituality itself is a relatively new construct; its definition is still being
investigated. A preliminary study by Young, Cashwell, & Woolington (1998) suggests that spirituality correlates with higher moral reasoning. They also found that spirituality was strongly correlated with
the quest for meaning, supporting Batson’s theory that the drive for religious truth relates to higher moral reasoning.
While prior research suggests that religiosity relates to factors that influence moral reasoning, it is important to examine whether there is a direct relationship between religiosity and moral reasoning.
In addition, there is no research concerning spirituality’s influence on moral reasoning. Examining the role of religiosity and spirituality in moral reasoning may also provide evidence concerning whether
there is an underlying construct of religiosity and spirituality that influences moral reasoning.

Objectives

Table 2
Religiosity and Spirituality of Forsyth’s (1980) Ethical Positions

Ethics Position
The main purpose of this study was to investigate whether religiosity and spirituality influence moral reasoning.
Specifically, we were interested in the correlation between styles of moral reasoning and levels of religiosity and/or spirituality.
Understanding these relationships may contribute to our thoughts about the nature of morality, which, in turn, may lead to a
better understanding of personal values.

Methods
Participants
The sample included 1037 undergraduate students from a southeastern university who were enrolled in at least one
psychology course. Participants could not participate if they were not at least 18 years old. There were no other
inclusion/exclusion requirements.
Materials
We developed an online survey for this study. The survey contained demographic questions such as age, gender, reported
religiosity (yes/no), religious affiliation, reported spirituality (yes/no), the participant’s definitions of religiosity and spirituality, and
the participant’s view on the relationship between religiosity and spirituality (are they the same, different, related, etc.). It also
included three standardized measures: the Santa Clara Strength of Religious Faith Questionnaire, the Spiritual Intelligence SelfReport Inventory, and the Ethics Position Questionnaire.
The Santa Clara Strength of Religious Faith Questionnaire (SCSRFQ) is a 10-item measure that was used to examine the
degree of individuals’ religiosity (Plante & Boccaccini, 1997). The items are broad so they can be used to assess people of
different religions. Each item is rated on a scale of 1 to 4 (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, and 4=strongly agree). Some
of the questions included on this measure are “My religious faith is extremely important to me” and “My faith impacts many of my
decisions.” This measure has shown to have good reliability and validity (Plante, 1997; Storch, Roberti, Bravata, & Storch, 2004).
The Spiritual Intelligence Self‐Report Inventory (SISRI) is a 24-item measure that was used to examine the degree of
participants’ spirituality (King, 2008). It contains four subscales: critical existential thinking, personal meaning production,
transcendental awareness, and conscious state expansion. Each item is rated on a scale between 0 and 4 (0=Not at all true of
me, 1=Not very true of me, 2=Somewhat true of me, 3=Very true of me, and 4=Completely true of me). Some of the items are “I
have deeply contemplated whether or not there is some greater power or force” and “I am able to make decisions according to my
purpose in life.” This measure has shown to have good reliability and validity (King & DeCicco, 2009).
The Ethics Position Questionnaire (EPQ) is a 20-item measure that was used to examine how participants make moral
decisions (Forsyth, 1980). Each item is rated from 1 to 9 (1=Completely disagree, 2=Largely disagree, 3=Moderately disagree,
4=Slightly disagree, 5=Neither agree nor disagree, 6=Slightly agree, 7=Moderately agree, 8=Largely agree, and 9=Completely
agree). Some examples of these items are: “Risks to another should never be tolerated, irrespective of how small the risks might
be” and “What is ethical varies from one situation and society to another.” The EPQ has two subscales: idealism and relativism.
Based on the subscale scores, participants are classified a situationist (high idealism and high relativism), subjectivist (low
idealism and high relativism), exceptionalist (low idealism and low relativism), or absolutist (high idealism and low relativism) (see
Table 1). This measure has shown to have good reliability and validity (Forsyth, Nye, & Kelley, 1987; Deering, Cavenagh, &
Kelley, 1994).
Procedure
After receiving IRB approval, an online survey was created using Checkbox, online survey software. A link to this survey was
posted on SONA, a data collection program administered by the psychology department. This program offers students the
opportunity to participate in research studies in order to earn extra credit in their psychology course(s). If students followed the
link, then they were directed to a page on Checkbox.com that explained the study’s title, purpose, risks, benefits, alternatives to
participation, and contact information. If participants selected “I understand and fully consent to participate in this study,” then they
were led to the first page of the survey. If they performed any other action, then they were directed away from the survey. After
data collection was complete, responses were exported anonymously and transferred onto a SPSS database. Data was analyzed
using descriptive statistics, correlations, and ANOVAs.

Religiosity
M
SD

Spirituality
M
SD

Situationists (n = 45)

.83

.14

.65

.16

Absolutists (n = 204)

.79

.16

.67

.14

Subjectivists (n = 99)

.80

.16

.65

.13

Exceptionists (n = 197

.80

.16

.67

.13

Idealism

High

Low

High

Situationist

Absolutist

Low

Subjectivist

Exceptionist

Note. Table taken directly from Forsyth, 1980, p. 176

Discussion
The overall aim of this study was to investigate the role of religiosity and spirituality in moral reasoning. Indeed, religiosity
and spirituality do appear to influence moral reasoning.
First, results suggest that religious people tend to be idealistic but not relativistic. This means that, in comparison to lessreligious people, highly religious people may be more likely to believe that the best outcome can be achieved, and be more
likely to be guided by universal moral rules—as opposed to personal values—while making moral decisions. Forsyth (1980)
classifies this combination of idealism and relativism as “Absolutism.” Based on Forsyth’s research (1980), these correlations
may suggest that highly religious individuals may have more extreme views on contemporary moral issues, make more
negative judgments on others’ behavior, and view themselves more negatively when they behave immorally.
Interestingly, there were no significant differences between religious groups on either idealism or relativism. However, there
were few participants from non-Christian religious groups, which may have affected this finding. The fact that most participants
were Christian serves as a limitation in this study because the nature of Christianity may differ significantly from other religious
groups, which may have influenced findings. Thus, while the proportion of religious affiliations within this sample reflects the
general U.S. population, it would be beneficial for future researchers to study non-Christian religious people to determine
whether these results are generalizable to other religious people.
The second major finding was that highly spiritual people appeared to be more idealistic than less-spiritual people, so they
may be more likely than less-spiritual people to believe that the best possible outcome can always be obtained. Based on
Forsyth’s research (1980), this suggests that spiritual people may experience more self-condemnation than less-spiritual
people. Meanwhile, highly spiritual people were not more or less likely to be relativistic than less-spiritual people. This indicates
that spirituality is not related to whether people value moral absolutes.
Interestingly, moral idealism correlated with all of the spirituality subscales, indicating a strong relationship between
idealism and spirituality. Meanwhile, moral relativism correlated with critical thinking and conscious state expansion, but not
personal meaning and transcendental awareness. It makes sense that the tendency to consider situational factors in moral
reasoning would correlate with critical thinking and conscious state expansion—which increase an individual’s “sense of
oneness or unity” (Emmons, 2000: p.10)—but not the focus on oneself and a higher power.
It must be noted that, while religiosity and spirituality’s relationships with ethical positions were significant, the correlations
were small. This indicates that religiosity and spirituality may have limited influence upon moral reasoning; there appears to be
more variability within groups than there is between groups. It may be that the strength of religiosity or spirituality is most
indicative of individuals’ moral reasoning styles. Future research could further investigate how abnormally high religiosity and
spirituality influence moral reasoning.
This study had several limitations. First, the sample did not represent all major religious affiliations, which could influence
the nature of participants’ religiosity. Second, the sample included only college students, which may not represent the general
population. Third, the measures used for this study reflect their creator’s views of religiosity, spirituality, and moral reasoning.
Everyone may not agree upon the way these constructs are defined in these measures.
In sum, these results suggest that religious and spiritual people tend to believe that the best moral outcome can always be
achieved. Religious people appear to be more likely than non-religious people to follow moral absolutes, while spiritual people
seem equally likely to use absolutes or contextual analyses when making moral decisions. Conversely, this study suggests that
religiosity and spirituality are weak predictors of ethical ideologies. More research could further investigate how abnormally
high religiosity and spirituality influence moral reasoning. This line of research can lead to a better understanding of aspects
that are critical to psychology: religiosity, spirituality, morality, and personal values.

Note. Incomplete religiosity and spirituality responses were
excluded from analyses to maintain the validity of total scores

Results
The final sample included 1037 total participants after screening. The screening
involved deleting 8 blank entries from people who declined participation, and 65 blank
entries from people who consented to participate, but did not respond to any questions.
The final sample included young adults (M = 22 years, SD = 10.51), who were mostly
female (76.22%), with fewer males (23.78%). When asked to report whether they
considered themselves to be religious and/or spiritual, 51.2% of participants reported
being religious, while 65.3% reported being spiritual. Most participants who listed a
religious affiliation reported being Christian (47.7%). Other participants reported being
Muslim (2.2%), Hindu (1.4%), Jewish (.7%), Wiccan (.3%), and Buddhist (.2%).
The EPQ measures participants’ scores on relativism and idealism. Consistent with
Forsyth’s scoring instructions (1980, p. 176), these scores were used to classify
participants into four moral reasoning categories: Situationists (High Relativism + High
Idealism; 9.29%), Absolutists (Low Relativism + High Idealism; 35.62%), Subjectivists
(High Relativism + Low Idealism; 19.48%), and Exceptionists (Low Relativism + Low
Idealism; 35.62%).
Religiosity was positively correlated with moral idealism, r(527) = .22, p<.01, and
negatively correlated with moral relativism, r(521) = -.15, p<.01. Spirituality was
positively correlated with moral idealism, r(902) = .25, p<.01. Spirituality was not
significantly correlated with moral relativism r(892) = .05, p>.05. Meanwhile, a one-way
ANOVA revealed no significant differences in religiosity scores, F (3, 541) = .74, p =
>.05, or spirituality scores, F (3, 920) = 1.15, p = .33, between participants identified as
situationists, absolutists, subjectivists, or exceptionists (see Table 2).
A one-way ANOVA was used to determine whether there were any significant
differences in idealism and relativism scores between religious groups (Christians,
Muslims, Hindus, Jews, Wiccans, and Buddhists). There were no significant differences
between the religious groups on either idealism, F (5, 520) = 1.17, p>.05, or relativism,
F (5, 514) = .99, p>.05.
The SISRI has four subscales. Of those, moral idealism correlated with critical
thinking, r(959) = .12, p<.01, personal meaning r(959) = .31, p<.01, transcendental
awareness r(967) = .29, p<.01, and conscious state expansion r(961) = .14, p<.01.
Meanwhile, relativism correlated with critical thinking, r(950) = .11, p<.01, and
conscious state expansion r(957) = .10, p<.01, but not personal meaning r(944) = -.04,
p>.05, and transcendental awareness r(958) = .00, p>.05.
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